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ABSTRACT 
 
 
Moving from Japan, a country with relative homogeneity in its population, I 
admire the rich ethnic and racial diversity present in America and how it adds so much 
vibrancy to the culture and art we experience.  And it is something I cherish as a former 
ballet trainee and newly naturalized citizen.  However, I discovered that the lack of 
diversity in ballet is one of the most talked about subjects in the field of dance today.  
What are ballet companies doing today to close this diversity gap?  I chose to investigate 
the state of diversity in ballet through a case study of Project Plié, a diversity initiative 
led by the American Ballet Theatre since 2013.   
I conducted an in-depth interview with two of the Education and Training staff of 
the American Ballet Theatre.  In addition, I conducted interviews with Project Plié’s 
partner organizations, including Dance Theatre of Lynchburg, BalletMet and the 
Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre.  What I gleaned from the interviews was that there are strong 
and growing commitments by ballet organizations small and large to push inclusive 
practices, where their communities and funding organizations are also increasingly 
interested.  Nonetheless, pre-professional ballet training of a high caliber is not always 
accessible to minority populations due to the many barriers that cannot be transformed by 
any one organization; Project Plié’s vision transcends institutional boundaries and its 
leadership to rally communities nationwide, therefore gives tremendous hope to its 
partner organizations and to the dance field.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
The importance of ethnic and racial diversity has been acknowledged as one of 
the key elements to organizational vibrancy by many arts and cultural organizations in 
the United States since the 1960’s (DiMaggio and Ostrower 1992, 22).  This realization is 
more pressing in this century as the population of the United States grows more diverse.  
For many arts organizations, the ability to engage a diverse set of populations across 
racial and socioeconomic boundaries means promoting their art to the broader public, 
establishing relevancy and sustainability in the communities they serve.  As noted by 
Ostrower, “To the extent that cultural organizations engage a wider variety of groups, 
their opportunity for value and impact is enhanced.  So too is the opportunity for the 
value and impact of the arts themselves, which are increasingly seen as having significant 
civic and social, and aesthetic values” (Ostrower 2013, 2).   
 
Purpose Statement 
While the importance of inclusivity and diversity has become a well-recognized 
concept in the dance field, ballet companies that practice a comprehensive diversity 
initiative in this country are still a minority.  “How do American ballet companies 
address the issue of diversity today?” is the central question posed in this thesis.  An in-
depth study of the American Ballet Theatre’s diversity initiative (Project Plié) is used to 
help illustrate the issue and to yield insights to the current state of diversity initiatives in 
this country.  
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In general, ballet has retained its brand as an exclusive art form for most of its 
four hundred year history.  It has its roots in courtly entertainment in sixteenth century 
Italy, and later developed into a dramatic art in seventeenth-century France.  Ballet 
continues to transform in Russia and America, representing one of the fine arts in the 
twentieth century, maintaining its refined and exclusive image.  "People still have not 
embraced the notion of diversity within this art form because it's always been seen as an 
exclusive art form…it's not only been exclusive of people of color, it's been very class-
oriented " says Virginia Johnson, the artistic director of Dance Theatre of Harlem and 
accomplished African-American dancer who took a plunge in the career of ballet during 
the civil rights movement (Carman and Diana 2014, 1).  Johnson graduated from the 
Academy of the Washington School of Ballet in 1968 as the first and only African 
American student at the school.  Johnson was then advised to seek her career in modern 
dance since no one was likely to hire her as a ballerina (Harss, 2013, 1). 
The lack of diversity in classical ballet is not a new phenomenon and this 
important conversation is predicated by many in the past, yet perhaps none with the level 
of intensity and rapport that we observe today.  According to the Encyclopedia Britannica 
online, “In 2015, the lack of racial diversity in ballet was one of the dance world’s most-
discussed issues” (Hanson 2015).  And while some may frame the issue as though it is at 
a standstill, genuine efforts have been made to level the playing field for the 
underrepresented population.  Leaders in the field stand on a firmer ground than they 
would have decades ago, owing to the individuals that came before them.  Pioneers such 
as Joseph Richard, a founder of First Negro Classical Ballet in 1947 and Arthur Mitchell, 
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a founder of Ballet Theatre of Harlem in 1969, are among many who were instrumental 
in creating opportunities for dancers of color.  Today, many ballet companies 
demonstrate a true desire for talented dancers regardless of their ethnic or racial 
background.  The demand is real, but the vision for fair representation is slow to translate 
to the stage.   
According to the New York Times, the racial and ethnic distribution is changing 
more dramatically than ever, turning America into a “plurality nation” (Cooper 2012).  
By 2044, over half of Americans will belong to what we consider today as minority 
groups (United States Census Bureau 2015).  More remarkably, the younger population 
(18-year-old and under) will be more diverse, going through the “majority-minority 
crossover” by 2020.  It is hard to imagine, but Hispanic, African-American, Asian, 
American Indian, and Pacific Islander together will no longer represent the conventional 
definition of minority in the near future.  The non-Hispanic whites that represent today’s 
majority trace their ancestry to European countries, and their values and culture have 
inevitably influenced and shaped what we understand as the mainstream society and 
culture of America.  When our next generations are rapidly becoming multicultural, how 
do their values and culture influence our society?  Moreover, what does that mean for the 
arts and cultural organizations in this country?   
Today, strong external forces such as changing demographics has added impetus 
for many fine arts and cultural institutions to incorporate diversity, sometimes propelled 
by moral and economic motivations or through a transformative event.  A new funding 
initiative to prioritize diversity, or a financial crisis that threatens an organization’s 
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survival are both strong economic motivators for organizations to incorporate change.  
But are ballet companies prepared to change?  Many of the top professional ballet 
companies in the United States were founded almost over a half a century ago (e.g. 
American Ballet Theatre, the San Francisco Ballet, and the New York City Ballet, the 
Joffrey Ballet, and the Houston Ballet). They have survived at least one financial crisis 
and or a succession of new leadership, proving their capacity to withstand the challenges 
of time and allowing new values to take hold (Grahams and Farrel 2008, 59).  
While the concept of inclusivity seems to be gaining ground within the field, 
ballet has a long way to go as a field to change its public perception of what it stands for.  
Ballet dancers on the professional stage remain overwhelmingly white, and such an 
image is contrary to what many ballet companies aspire to.  The current statistics of racial 
distributions and the participation rate in ballet strongly indicate the need for inclusive 
practices that are reflective of today’s society.  (Silber et al. 2015, 11; Grams, Farrel, and 
Fred 2008, 144; Dunning 1997; Carman and Diana 2014).   
 
Methods 
In order to better understand the challenges and process of the current diversity 
efforts, this paper will focus on the American Ballet Theatre’s Project Plié, a 
comprehensive plan to mitigate the underrepresentation of minority groups in ballet 
companies.  Founded in 2013 by Rachel Moore, the CEO of the American Ballet Theatre 
(ABT), the project primarily addresses what they consider as the root problem— a lack of 
community access, support system and mentoring.  This nationwide effort widens the 
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pipeline to underrepresented communities and is intended to identify and train talented 
young dancers, teachers, and administrators of color (American Ballet Theatre 2015).  It 
is noted that ABT may not be the first nor the only professional company in the United 
States to address the diversity issue, but it is unique in the fact that the ABT’s project has 
the structure to collaborate with and impact communities across the nation, envisioning a 
synergistic effect on a scale that is more powerful than the uncoordinated efforts of the 
individual communities or organizations.    
Project Plié is a multi-pronged strategy, where six program elements are identified 
to collectively challenge the racial and ethnic underrepresentation in the classical ballet 
profession—professional dancers, teachers, and administrators of color.  The aim is to 
reflect the racial and ethnic diversity of the communities nationwide, and thus the success 
of the project can be measured ultimately by how well ABT and other top American 
ballet companies represent the ethnic and racial diversity of their communities on their 
company roster, both on stage and behind.  While the ultimate goal is clear, it is 
important to mention that the project was only launched in 2013, and therefore the time is 
still premature in using the aforementioned indicator to measure the impact.   
While it does not seem practical to apply an all-encompassing indicator that 
evaluates the success of this project at this time, I intend to look for indicators that 
demonstrate the relative direction of how each project element is proceeding and its 
potential for their impact.  For instance, one of the six program elements is to strengthen 
the pipeline for identifying, training, and supporting young dancers of color.  Some of the 
indicators to assess this objective could be the number of children enrolled in the 
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Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis School Bridge Class (a transition course to connect talented 
dancers of color age 8-11 in the New York City area), the numbers of merit based 
scholarships given out since the start of the project, and the level of financial 
commitment demonstrated by its budget. 
I conducted four qualitative interviews with six practitioners as well as document 
reviews as part of my case study.  I aim to understand the current obstacles to 
diversification as well as some of the practices in place to lower them.  Therefore, 
multiple first-hand perspectives and experiences of interviewees are referenced to explain 
the thoughts that go into the process of this diversity initiative.  I interviewed the project 
leader of Project Plié as well as the project coordinator from ABT.  In addition, I 
conducted interviews with an ABT Certified Teacher (Dance Theatre of Lynchburg), and 
administrators from two partnering organizations (BalletMet and Pittsburgh Ballet 
Theatre) who strive to bridge the gap between ballet and underserved communities.  
 
Data Sources 
My primary sources were collected through face to face and telephone interviews 
that were recorded in an audio format.  The recordings were analyzed through 
transcription and coding.  Some secondary sources were acquired through print and 
online materials such as scholarly research, books, Form 990s, marketing materials and 
news articles that touch on my thesis topic.  Also, internal documents (the project 
strategic plan and the company newsletters) shared by ABT are referenced to bring 
clarity to the actual method used in the project.   
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Limitations of the Study 
There are different dimensions to diversifying an organization, and it means 
different things to different stakeholders.  On one end of the spectrum, there may be 
organizations that introduce diversity through their core artistic product and 
programming, reflecting different cultures and aesthetics. While on the other end, some 
may consider auxiliary programs (e.g. community outreach programs in schools) as the 
vehicle for diversification, engaging underserved minority groups in their community.   
The aim of this paper is to understand how American professional ballet 
companies address diversity issues today.  The findings from this case study are not 
meant to be all encompassing of other diversity programs or strategies currently 
employed by other American ballet companies.  The primary focus of the study is to 
understand the state of racial and ethnic underrepresentation in classical ballet through 
the lens of one company and how adding more people of color in the field may positively 
impact the industry. 
In addition, there are many facets of the word ‘diversity,’ and it can point to many 
things, such as minority groups based on culture, gender, age group, sexual orientation, or 
underserved communities in general.  For the purpose of this paper, I will address 
diversity in terms of race and ethnicity, although I believe that truly inclusive practices 
can transcend and be applied to address other areas of diverse cohorts as well. 
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Anticipated Findings 
I speculate that the issue of diversification in ballet has several layers, and the 
challenges are understood differently by people of different social strata and racial/ethnic 
groups.  Some of the challenges in initiating diversification in ballet may deal with its 
overall brand, the economics of ballet, support systems within ballet schools and 
companies, access to underserved communities, and resistance from within the field.  
Through the case study of Project Plié, I may find that incorporating the very people 
organizations seek to engage may prove to produce some positive and invigorating 
effects.  The evidence from the case study may provide examples as to what increased 
relevancy may look like for other ballet companies that wish to embrace diversity.  In 
addition, what I glean from this project can initiate a deeper understanding among other 
arts administrators who seek to bring the industry’s best practices to light. 
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CHAPTER ONE – LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 
Introduction  
The element of diversity has shaped American society from its inception, yet a 
Eurocentric aesthetic has dominated the arts and culture scene over other forms curated 
or participated by the racial minority groups.  While this trend persists in mainstream arts 
today, there is an emerging sense of urgency in most arts organizations to diversify their 
programs, artists, and staff to appeal to increasingly diverse communities.  In the reality 
of rapidly changing demographics, more and more scholars and artists are questioning the 
status quo, and reexamining the artistic hierarchy and relevance of Eurocentric practices 
in ballet.   
The issue of diversity is recognized not only within the dance field, but across the 
arts sector as a whole.  The latest study funded by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, 
Art Museum Staff Demographic Survey (2015) reports that the central positions 
(curatorial, education, leadership) held in museums are vastly occupied by Non-Hispanic 
Whites, often unreflective of the racial distributions of the communities they serve.  This 
study is considered to be central to the “continued vitality of arts museums as public 
resources for a democratic society” (Shonfeld, Westermann, Sweeney, 2015, 4).  This is 
the first comprehensive staff demographic survey in the arts sector, signaling an 
increased level of awareness on the issue of diversity for arts administrators across the 
fields.   
Dance historians, scholars, and practitioners in the past have shed some light on 
the issue of cultural and racial diversity in the discourse of dance history from varying 
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perspectives.  Some researchers take on the role of advocating for traditionally 
marginalized groups, namely African-American dancers, and recount their history 
through socio-political lenses (Fraleigh and Hanstein 1999, xi).  On the other hand, some 
researchers have approached the subject matter through presenting “multiple realities” 
that involve changing history, aesthetic, social, and political climate in pursuit of 
revealing the existing dynamics between African-American dancers and mainstream 
society (Perpener III 2000, 67).  Some of the proponents of the latter are Brenda Dixon 
Gottschild and John O. Perpener III.  They acknowledge social and political contexts as 
significant in the discourse of race and dance, yet a more holistic approach that crosses 
boundaries of race, gender, sexual orientation and disciplines is considered to be crucial 
in recording a more “accurate and representative” history of dance and moving the art 
form forward (Fraleigh and Hanstein 1999, xi; Perpener III 2000, 67).  
To understand the relationship between ballet and today’s changing communities, 
I will review two themes: audience attendance and minority buying power.  They will set 
a framework for conceptualizing the increasing significance of diversity in American 
ballet companies.  Next, trends surrounding internal diversity and outreach programs in 
ballet companies are reviewed to hone in on the emerging challenges of diversity 
initiatives in the field. 
 
Attendance 
There has been a steady drop in arts attendance in the so-called benchmarking arts 
activities (jazz or classical music concerts, opera, plays, ballet, art museums or galleries) 
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in the recent decade, where ballet, in particular, has consistently placed itself at the lower 
end of the category.  However, audiences do not seem to have lost all of their interest in 
the art of live dance performances. Rather, audiences’ interest increased in dance other 
than ballet.  According to A Decade of Art Engagement: Findings from the Survey of 
Public Participation, 2002-2012, the National Endowment for the Arts finds that non-
ballet dance is the only performing arts activity that did not experience the drop between 
2002 and 2012.  Between 2008 and 2012, the percentage of adults attending ballet 
marked 2.9% and 2.7% respectively, whereas the percentage for other dance rose from 
5.2% to 5.6% (Silber et al. 2015, 7).  Additionally, minority groups such as Asian and 
African-Americans have increased their attendance in dance performances other than 
ballet (Silber et al. 2015, 2).   
It can be assumed that dance categories such as modern, ballroom and hip-hop 
dance that have been adopted and appreciated by people of diverse cultures have the 
advantage of naturally welcoming and engaging diverse sets of people.  There is study 
that indicates that minority groups participate in arts differently than whites, favoring one 
form of art over the other, where ballet is often excluded from the selection.  For 
example, research on attendance rate among ethnic groups and whites in major arts 
events reveals that African-Americans frequent jazz and musical plays while whites most 
often attend classical music, ballet, and musical theater (Kolb 2002, 174).  The fine arts 
institutions that trace their origins in the European heritage such as museums, classical 
music, ballet, and opera may have the most incentive to reconsider how they connect and 
keep up with the changing face of the communities they serve. 
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Buying Power 
Hispanic, African-American, Asian, and other minority groups, who have 
traditionally been marginalized in the world of mainstream arts, will soon have more 
control over the survival and vibrancy of the arts and cultural organizations as they gain 
more share in the local economy.  According to the latest Multicultural Economy Report 
from the Selig Center for Economic Growth at the University of Georgia Terry College 
of Business, the “buying power” of minority groups such as Hispanic and African-
Americans have experienced unprecedented growth.  For example, the disposable income 
of African-American and Hispanics increased by 86 percent (representing 8.6% of the 
U.S. buying power in 2014) and 155 percent (estimated as 10.6% of the U.S. buying 
power in 2019) respectively since 2000 (Weeks 2014, 1).  The dance field acknowledges 
this trend and the significance of its impact on the arts market, according to the annual 
Dance/USA conference in 2009 (Burkhart, Hossak, and Pittman 2009, 1-44). 
In the new reality, American ballet companies can no longer afford to court the 
same sets of audiences who are mostly white middle to upper-class families (Fred and 
Farrell 2008, 143).  The generation of their conventional constituents are aging and are 
not “renewed by traditional audiences who buy subscription season tickets,” a standard 
practice by which mainstream performing arts organizations have covered part of their 
overhead costs (Grams and Farrel 2008, 116).  While the logic of increasing new sets of 
audiences may seem straightforward, the practice of creating new relationships with 
previously underserved communities may prove to be more challenging at a closer look.  
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The audience for ballet has the sharpest divide in the minority representation within the 
performing arts field, where 80 percent of adult attendees were white in 2012 (Silber et 
al. 2015, 11). 
 
Diversity from within 
While audience participation is one of the indicators for ballet companies to gauge 
its organizational vitality and relevancy in the community, the participation of all 
stakeholders—artists, staff, board, and funders—warrant consideration in order to 
understand the true extent and intentions of diversity initiatives by ballet organizations.  
In fact, it is considered crucial by some researchers that ethnic and racial diversity be 
reflected on stage to engage minority group audiences.  “Ethnic audiences want to see 
representatives of their communities as performers and artists, along with deeper 
representations of their cultural traditions” (Grams, Farrel, and Fred 2008, 144).   
As consistent with the diversity representation in its audience, minority groups are 
disproportionately underrepresented as ballet dancers, teachers, and arts administrators.  
One informal survey by the New York Times reports that “African Americans, who 
represent 12.6 percent of the national population, averaged 4.6 percent of ballet company 
membership in the United States” (Dunning 1997, 1).  Fast-forward about two decades 
and the situation is strikingly unchanged.  Joseph Carman and Julie Diana observe that 
American ballet companies remains mostly white, and while there are more inclusive 
programs emerging in ballet companies, they are still a minority (Carman and Diana 
2014, 1). 
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Many experienced practitioners in the field agree that young dancers of color need 
role models to whom they can relate.  "If you don't see blacks on the stage in ballet 
enough, then you don't identify with it," says Gardenhire, artistic director of City Ballet 
of Los Angeles.  "People want to do what they see," says Donna Jacobs, who is an 
African-American choreographer and artistic director of the multiethnic Full Circle 
Dance Company (Virginia 2008, 38-39).  Dancers of color, especially in the elite top 
ballet companies, are still too few and far between.  Artistic directors of many ballet 
companies, including the Dance Theatre of Harlem and Nashville Ballet echo such 
sentiments (Carman and Diana 2014, 1-2). 
After all, ballet is a visual art form, and what you see on stage can directly 
influence one’s relationship to the art form.  Would I fit in?  Are there people like me on 
stage?  One sociology research paper discusses the implications of role models and 
academic identity among white students and students of color.  The research argues that 
the structure of young people’s “internalized representation of opportunities” later in life 
is partially influenced by their perception of social structure often formed by gender and 
race (Zierkel, 2002, 358).  The paper finds that “race and gender matched role models” 
represent opportunities available in adulthood, thus having significant influence on 
youths’ educational aspiration and drive in their future career (Zierkel 2002, 358). 
Increasingly, there are indications pointing to the fact that top ballet companies 
are ready and open to place quality dancers regardless of their color and or body types, 
and the world at large seems to welcome such movement.  Misty Copeland, a principal 
dancer with the American Ballet Theatre, is the face of the company’s diversity program; 
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As an African-American dancer growing up in a low-income household, her talent was 
immediately identified through the local Boys and Girls Club’s ballet program.  She is 
the first African-American ballerina to perform as Odette in Swan Lake with ABT, a 
company with a world-renowned reputation (Strehlkestre 2015).  She is also one of the 
100 most influential people in the world in Time magazine’s 2015 issue.  As the author of 
a bestselling memoir, Copeland is recognized in the media as one of the most vocal 
dancers to bring the diversity issue in ballet to light, making her a “cultural icon” (Catton 
2013; Kaufman 2015). 
Despite the encouraging and inspiring story of Copeland, only a handful of 
minority dancers come up through the early training.  "There should be 15 Misty 
Copelands in our schools ready to step up.  When I look across the country, I see fine 
training going on. But I'm not seeing that level of advanced 16- or 17-year-old 
dancers of color,” says Virginia Johnson, the artistic director of Dance Theatre of 
Harlem (Carman and Diana 2014, 2).  Ballet is an art form where entry age is critical 
to set the optimal physical foundation in which one will further refine his or her 
technique, artistry, and physique to its fullest.  The critical age of entry is generally 
understood to be between ages 4-12.  It is one challenge to get a child involved in the 
art form early enough, and another to get her through the demands of a pre-
professional training which comes between ages 12-18.  The latter is a whole other 
level of commitment in terms of time, finance, mental, emotional, and physical for 
both parents and a child (Johnson 2010, 1).  In pursuit of nurturing a professional 
dancer, parents must make a significant commitment upfront in order to sustain their 
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child’s aspiration and proper training for at least a decade; only a handful of dancers 
make it to the top companies and even if they did, it is a short (10-15 years) and 
competitive career to be in without much monetary reward in return for most (Upper 
2004, 2). 
There seem to be a number of hypotheses as to why ballet lacks diversity, but 
most researchers, scholars, and leaders in the field agree that there are some key obstacles 
that significantly impact racial and ethnic minority groups.  One of the most often 
discussed barriers to nurturing professional ballet dancers of color is the cost.  Ballet is an 
expensive form to pursue and often is viewed more as a luxury than a career choice in 
low-income communities where many minority groups reside.  According to the 2009 
Urban Institute study on racial and ethnic disparities among low-income families, 58% of 
families with children with income less than the poverty level are Hispanic, African 
American, and other nonwhites (Simms, Fortuny, and Henderson 2009).  Phil Chan of 
The New York Times reports that a cost for a pre-professional dancer seeking a career in 
an elite company can run as much as $50,000 a year—tuition, costumes, point shoes, and 
travel fees associated with competing and auditioning—are some of the costs included 
(Chan 2015).   
We see a clear financial barrier here for the low-income minority groups, yet to 
further exacerbate the situation for broadening entry, there are several perception barriers 
deterring potential ballerinas seeing their career in dance.  One of the most common 
perception barriers is in its visual characteristics—dancers being “lily white” or having a 
“willowy” physical appearance (Carman and Diana 2014).  Ballet’s corps de ballet (a 
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group of dancers who are not principal dancers or soloists) by definition demand visual 
uniformity in body types, height and movement which are central to what is traditionally 
understood as beautiful.  Many dancers who do not fit into the traditional ideal of ballet’s 
body types may seek their career in other forms of dance (modern or jazz dance), perhaps 
limiting ballet’s ability to evolve and introduce new perspectives.    
 It is also true that ballet’s sometimes limiting brand appeal is not always a 
deterrent to some minority groups; but do they perceive ballet as a serious career choice?  
A veteran of forty-six years in the field, Johnson observes that there are in fact many 
middle and upper income African-American parents who are eager to introduce ballet as 
their children’s recreation.  For those families, however, most envision their children’s 
career in law, medicine, or finance over ballet (Johnson 2010, 1).  
 
Outreach Programs 
Most advocates of racial diversity in ballet agree that providing financial access 
through outreach programs and scholarships is a valid vehicle for engaging community 
members across racial or socioeconomic lines (Chan 2015; Johnson 2010, 1).  Major 
American ballet companies have invested in such community efforts since the 1970’s.  
Some of the first companies to do so were the San Francisco Ballet and BalletMet 
Columbus, serving students in underserved communities.  The model of outreach 
programs involved was free or discounted dance classes and company performances, 
where most companies anticipated increased and varied streams of funding as well as 
identifying new talents (Berry 2013, 1). 
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Today, many practitioners in the field are questioning the actual impact and the 
effectiveness of the so-called outreach programs.  “Are they really reaching the 
community members in a genuine manner where their needs are addressed?” and “Are 
students really getting the continued support and mentoring needed to launch their career 
in ballet?” are some of the questions asked today.  The lack of follow-through and 
premature relationship building between key players are considered emerging problems 
given that financial access is established (Berry 2013, 1; Johnson 2008, 38-39).     
So what types of follow-through are considered necessary in the field to instill a 
lasting effect?  Leading practitioners point out that there should be a link between 
outreach programs and company academies.  For most ballet dancers, academies’ pre-
professional training is a pre-requisite for a professional career, and thus entry into these 
schools would ensure their path to landing a professional contract at around age 18.  
Additional scholarships in the form of free tuition, free boarding, and stipend for 
uniforms and food are necessary to realize this important transition.  In addition, 
mentorship is also considered crucial for dancers of color when they are suddenly 
surrounded by and submerged in a culture vastly different from their own (Johnson 2008; 
Marks 2014; Ellen-Hunt 2011, 62-64). 
Another critical ingredient that is being discussed is a continuous and attentive 
relationship-making among all players in the outreach programs.  Students, parents, ballet 
schools, funders, and teachers are all part of the equation in allowing an outreach 
program to grow and leave a lasting mark in the community.  Often, parents are not 
oriented or included in the training process, which can produce some reluctance on their 
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part when the transition to a more rigorous curriculum is necessary for their child 
(Johnson 2008; Ellen-Hunt 2011,62-64; Carman and Diana 2014, 1-2).  Major ballet 
companies across the nation, including American Ballet Theatre, New Orleans Ballet 
Association, the Washington Ballet and Boston Ballet echo similar concerns.  “It’s a real 
‘takes a village’ type situation,” says Dennis Walters, director of educational outreach at 
the American Ballet Theatre (Ellen-Hunt 2011, 62-64). 
 
Summary 
So far, outreach programs in the last four decades have paved the way for some 
iconic figures including Copeland, which underlines their rarity.  Perhaps there are larger 
issues at hand that are deeply embedded in the ballet culture, undermining the endeavor 
to move forward.  Fifty years since the civil rights movement, the growing economic 
disparity, and the hidden racial tension still weighs heavily on the entire field of ballet.  In 
recent years, many critics have voiced their concerns over racial underrepresentation in 
ballet, sounding their alarms to choreographers and directors to reevaluate the current 
hiring practices.  In addition, the field is criticized for its narrow interpretation of 
desirable body types, “favoring impossibly tall and thin figures over the muscular, 
athletic types” (Brooks 2014). 
On the other hand, there are optimistic voices envisioning ballet to push its own 
boundaries and demonstrate the power of inclusion.  While the long-term effects of the 
initiative cannot yet be determined, the process and thoughts behind such efforts may 
provide clues as to the challenges and remedies ahead.  This paper explores one of the 
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many diversity efforts that are currently underway.  Project Plié by the American Ballet 
Theatre is a nation-wide campaign to address the issue of under-representation, and it 
gives tremendous hope to ballet companies, dancers, administrators and educators across 
the country.    
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CHAPTER TWO – WHAT IS PROJECT PLIÉ? 
 
 
ABT based in New York City is one of the most respected ballet companies in the 
United States, on a par with some of the other prominent companies such as New York 
City Ballet and San Francisco Ballet.  To compare the aforementioned companies per 
annual operating budget, New York City Ballet tops above all others at $66 million and 
San Francisco Ballet follows at $47 million for the fiscal year ending in 2012.  While 
American Ballet Theatre comes in third in its budget size at $40 million, it is an 
acknowledged leader of diversity programs among top ballet companies (Dance/USA 
2015). 
Project Plié is ABT’s initiative to support the diversification of American ballet 
companies, aiming to extend the impact not just within its own company, but across the 
nation.  The program was founded in 2013 under the leadership of Rachel Moore, a 
longtime Chief Executive Director of ABT and a visionary.  Moore also ran the Boston 
classical music school from 1998 to 2001, a highly acclaimed youth music program that 
encourages ethnic and racial diversity in the classical music profession (the Music Center 
2015).  Moore’s vision for the project is incorporated in the Project Plié strategic plan, 
where key milestones are to be had in the next five to ten years as the project elements 
become fully operational.  Moore stepped down from the executive director’s position in 
2015.  In the meantime, ABT is welcoming a new Chief Executive Director, Kara Medoff 
Barnett in 2016, formerly a Managing Director of Lincoln Center for Performing Arts 
(Smith 2016).  It is hoped that Project Plié can capitalize on this pivotal moment in the 
organization’s history—a great opportunity for the organization to renew its commitment 
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and enthusiasm for its diversity initiative that has attracted much publicity as well as 
respect in the performing arts industry.     
In order to understand the thoughts behind the project elements, it is helpful to 
briefly study ABT’s organizational structure, programs and its development.  Many 
prominent ballet companies have their own ballet academy to train young dancers, and 
ABT has belatedly founded its own in 2004, named the Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis 
School (JKO).  JKO trains approximately 300 dancers in its two divisions.  There is the 
Children’s Division for ages 3 to 14 and the Pre-Professional Division for dancers ages 
12 to18.  In addition to its school, ABT Studio Company selects and trains fourteen 
exceptional students ages 16 to 20 in professional performance, preparing them for a 
career in the main Company or with other leading professional ballet companies.  In 
order to identify talented young dancers nationwide for their school, ABT also conducts 
numerous summer programs geared for ages 9 to 22.  While such traditional recruitment 
programs attract entry from already interested communities, they often go unexplored by 
underserved communities.  In addition to these recruitment practices, ABT also 
administers numerous educational outreach programs often geared towards students in 
the New York City area public schools. 
  Another important component to ABT’s organizational structure for Project Plié 
is the National Training Curriculum (NTC) program in which current and future 
educators are instructed with rich classical ballet training technique.  They are trained in 
the ABT studios in New York City, and become the ABT Certified Teachers.  It is an 
intensive eight level training program where French, Italian and Russian schools of 
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training are incorporated, insuring high quality and balanced pedagogy (American Ballet 
Theatre 2015).  Currently, the NTC program has produced 1,221 ABT Certified Teachers 
across the nation and worldwide, where 153 are registered as Project Plié partner teachers 
who work in their respective communities. 
In order to sustain the current structure and to enable Project Plié for the long 
term, ABT wishes to earmark $400,000 for its annual budget.  Foundation grants can be a 
strong force in creating the current momentum for change in ballet, and ABT hopes to 
seek multi-year grants for Project Plié.  Large foundations such as the Rockefeller 
Brothers Fund, the Ford Foundation and the Andrew W. Mellon Foundations were 
recently introduced in the New York Times article, Push for Diversity in Ballet Turns to 
Training the Next Generation as supporters of diversity initiatives (Kourlas, 2015).  As a 
testament to this trend, Project Plié was awarded a $100,000 grant from the Ford 
Foundation in 2014, which will support the operation of Project Plié (Ford Foundation 
2015).  Interestingly, this grant did not fall under any of the Ford Foundation’s pre-
existing initiative categories.  It may signify an emergence of a new funding priority for 
the Ford Foundation and others in the industry or it may simply mean that it is still 
unique.  In addition to the grant awarded by the Ford Foundation, the Project Plié team 
was able to obtain a $100,000 grant from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation in 2015 to 
underwrite the project’s arts administration internship component (The Andrew W. 
Mellon Foundation 2015).  These annual grants respectively represent approximately 
25% of the Project Plié budget, a significant amount that ensures program execution. 
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In addition to foundation grants, individual giving is another vital funding stream 
for Project Plié.  The Project Plié team works with the development department and the 
Project Plié Advisory Committee to secure the long-term funds necessary to run the 
program.  Stephenson was able to create the project’s first newsletter during the summer 
of 2015, playing a pivotal role in highlighting the impact of the project and getting other 
department members on board.  The newsletter seemed to inspire the development 
department staff, making them very “excited” about fundraising for Project Plié 
(Stephenson 2015).  The project Advisory Committee is also thrilled to see the vision 
finally coming to fruition, and will join forces with the development department to put 
the fundraising activity in motion. “It has been difficult for them (the Advisory 
Committee) to know where to direct their energies…we are hoping that they will take a 
leadership role in funding and bringing influential people for it (funding) to grow” 
(Schnyder 2015).  Furthermore, actual numbers from the previous year can now be 
referenced to demonstrate the funding need with more persuasion.  For example, the 
Bridge Program requires twenty-four pairs of ballet slippers and uniforms, and it costs 
$8,000 annually to transport twenty-four children to ABT studio in New York City on 
Monday nights.  Now that the development department has something more tangible to 
work with, their next step is to formulate a communication strategy with the head of the 
department.  The development department is already receiving gifts from individual 
donors specifically for Project Plié, which are monitored.   
 Project Plié is organized under the directorship of Denis Walters, Associate 
Director of Education and Training and Molly Schnyder, Director of Training Programs.  
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The day to day tasks are handled by Monica Stephenson, Project Plié Coordinator who is 
occasionally assisted by a summer education intern.  Considering the scale of the 
endeavors put forth in its strategic plan, the size of the team is relatively small.  It is noted 
that when Project Plié was launched in 2013, the Project Plié Coordinator position 
handled two primary tasks, half of which was Project Plié and the other National Training 
Curriculum businesses.  The job description for Project Plié Coordinator was since than 
revised in 2015, allowing this position to dedicate its focus solely on the project.  In the 
near future, Monica Stephenson looks forward to acquiring a full-time assistant.   
 Stephenson is delightfully engrossed in her work and determined to master all of 
the project elements on her own before delegating any key tasks to her assistant.  “I can’t 
imagine it not even being full-time…I am busy from the moment I get here and to the 
moment I leave!” says Stephenson as she describes her day and the steep learning curve 
she experienced in her initial months (Stephenson 2015).  Stephenson assumed the 
position of Project Coordinator in March of 2015, handling communications, 
coordination, and execution of six project elements, which are transitioning from the idea 
stage to the actual implementation stage.  One of the tasks involved would be to act as a 
liaison to other ABT programs and departments: ABT’s educational outreach programs, 
National Training Curriculum program, Project Plié Advisory Committee, and Marketing 
and Communication department.  Furthermore, communications with organizations 
outside of the company is also an important function for this position.  Some of the key 
organizations in communication are the Boys and Girls Clubs over twenty locations, over 
one hundred ABT Certified Teachers (partner teachers who specifically signed on to the 
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project) nationwide, and over a dozen partner ballet companies.  The project also awards 
numerous merit scholarships, a significant element that may require the attention of the 
Coordinator.  In essence, the successful realization of the project elements rests heavily 
on this position, a large undertaking for any one person. 
 Some internal documents were shared by Schnyder and Stephenson during the 
interview which clarify Project Plié’s vision, mission and methods: 
Vision Statement 
We envision a world in which the classical ballet profession reflects the racial 
and ethnic diversity of our communities. 
Mission Statement 
American Ballet Theatre recognizes that certain racial and ethnic communities 
are vastly underrepresented in classical ballet.  Our mission is to address this 
imbalance by identifying talented children and teachers from underrepresented 
communities and providing participants with comprehensive training and 
support.           
Project Plié is an embodiment of inclusive practices that stands on six pillars of 
project elements created by ABT.  Each element follows specific objectives to realize the 
goal, and collectively, they nurture diversity from within.  Given the short interval since 
its launch in 2013, the degree of maturity to date varies within these six elements.  Some 
elements are still at their inception stage while other elements demonstrate more 
structures under which ideas can be realized in practice.  The six elements are as follows: 
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Element 1: ABT will strengthen the avenues of identifying, training, and 
supporting talented young dancers of color for the classical ballet field. 
Element 2: ABT will partner with the Boys and Girls Club of America to 
introduce the world of ballet to participants in their clubs and identify gifted 
children for further training. 
Element 3: ABT will identify, train, and support ballet teachers of color and 
teachers who have dedicated their careers to working with communities of color. 
Element 4: ABT will partner with professional ballet companies across the U.S. to 
collectively work towards the goal of diversifying ballet in America. 
Element 5: ABT will work to identify, train, and support emerging arts 
administrators of color. 
Element 6: ABT will implement a strategy to advocate for and raise awareness 
around Project Plié’s mission on a national basis.   
(Schnyder and Stephenson, June 18, 2015, ABT internal documents) 
As we can discern from Project Plié’s six elements, the goal is to increase a pool 
of talented and diverse youth through quality training.  “The hope and dream (of Project 
Plié) is that the number of dancers of color who are ready to be in professional companies 
increase.  It’s that excellent ballet training,” comments Molly Schnyder, the director of 
education and training (Schnyder 2015).  In order to form any relationship with the 
underserved population and engage dancers of color however, Project Plié must 
overcome numerous obstacles associated with the ballet industry’s traditional recruitment 
practices.  As described earlier in this paper, the high cost, the lack of minority role 
28 
 
 
models, and perceived brand exclusivity are all significant challenges that go beyond the 
remedy of any one program. 
While one of the long term goals of Project Plié is for talented young dancers of 
color to enter academies that are of similar caliber to the Children’s and the Pre-
Professional Divisions of ABT’s academy (JKO School), commitment to a formal 
training is not easily realized.  Once talented dancers are identified in the studios, 
schools, and community programs, dancers and parents of low-income homes may not be 
prepared for the level of commitment often required for a formal training.  In traditional 
recruitment programs, what once was a weekly lesson for a student between the ages 3 to 
7 will eventually become five days of lessons by age 11, two lessons in one day in some 
cases.  In addition to the time commitment, the financial burden could be a major 
deterrence for many.  According to the fee schedule for the JKO School Children’s 
Division, the annual fee of $2,600 at the Primary Level (ages 7 to 8) will double in the 
next level up (ages 8 to 10), and subsequently increasing.  It is an annual cost of over 
$10,000 by the time a child completes his or her Children’s Division training.   
This brings us to the core of Element 1: strengthening the avenues for dancers of 
color.  One of the most often talked about obstacles to entry is the cost, and Project Plié’s 
remedy to high cost is to provide a merit based scholarship to dancers of color aged 8 to 
18 who will be trained at the JKO School programs.  In order to ensure access to ethnic 
and racial minorities who often reside in low-income neighborhoods, the JKO School 
Bridge Class was introduced.  This program specifically counters the obstacles often 
associated with the traditional recruitment regimen.  The Bridge Class extends financial 
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and logistical support for selected dancers going through a transition from recreational 
instruction to an accelerated training.  Just as the name suggests, it is a program that 
bridges dancers in the underrepresented and often low-income neighborhoods of a tri-
borough area to a formalized training at the ABT studio in New York City.  ABT 
Certified Teachers who teach ballet in the New York City area nominate talented dancers 
of color ages 8 to 11 for the JKO School Bridge Class.  Students are provided with full 
tuition scholarships, uniforms, ballet slippers, and travel assistance.  In April 2015, 
twenty-four children out of fifty-seven auditioned were selected for the 2015-2016 
inaugural school year.  Selected students are encouraged to maintain their ties to their 
schools, studios or community center in which they are trained, while a weekly trip to the 
ABT studio gives an introduction to the path ahead.   
Project Plié Coordinator, Monica Stephenson recalls how an 11-year old boy was 
selected to attend the Bridge Class, who was initially spotted in the ABT outreach 
program he partook in his public school.  She explains how the Bridge Class training is 
comparable to that of level 1 (age 8) program of the JKO School.  “So if you try to take 
these students and put them straight to a level 1 ballet class, they will be with students 
who are much younger than they are.  With the Bridge Class, everyone starts fresh, at the 
same level.  It gives them a way to be integrated into the school and really be comfortable 
with the setting and the training” (Stephenson 2015).  As part of the objectives to realize 
Element 1, ABT also expanded the role of the JKO School Student Life and Recruitment 
Coordinator who will work with the Project Plié Coordinator and the Artistic Coordinator 
for Educational Outreach to provide support to families and students of Project Plié.  The 
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support will come in the form of “educational resources, tutoring, parent meetings, health 
assessment and career guidance” (Schnyder and Stephenson, June 18, 2015, ABT internal 
documents). 
While the goals of training and identifying dancers in the underrepresented 
neighborhoods in the New York City area are met through the JKO School Bridge Class, 
they fall short in terms of a nationwide impact.  This challenge is addressed through its 
program Element 2, ABT’s partnership with the Boys and Girls Club of America.  In 
2014, twenty-seven Boys and Girls Club locations hosted the Project Plié Master Class 
Series; recruiting opportunities were given to local ABT Certified partner teachers and 
their schools who wished to sponsor a young talent.  It is a one day, one hour-long 
session instructed by a local ABT Certified Teacher and/or ABT partner companies.  The 
instructor will be compensated by ABT for the class, and all class participants receive a 
Project Plié gift bag and are shown a video of Misty Copeland to start off the free lesson.  
In its pilot year (2014), five hundred students participated, and fifteen students were 
given scholarships from their respective schools to commence their training locally.  It is 
important to clarify that it is up to the local teachers and schools to provide training and 
financial support for the talented students they identify in the Master Class Series.  The 
significance of the Boys and Girls Club partnership seems to lie in the fact that Project 
Plié creates an opportunity for an outreach component in dance schools where there was 
none before.  “Project Plié gives small independent dance schools a start,” explains 
Stephenson (Stephenson 2015).   
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As expressed in Element 1, additional Project Plié scholarships act in tandem to 
ensure that talented students of color across the nation find continued training of high 
caliber.  For example, Project Plié awarded a total of forty merit based ballet training 
scholarships in 2013—15 full scholarships to attend ABT’s one month Summer Intensive 
Programs, 15 full scholarships to attend the JKO School Children’s and Pre-Professional 
Divisions, and 10 full scholarships to ABT’s Young Dancer’s Summer Workshop. 
  For subsequent school years, in both 2014-2015 and 2015-2016, the numbers of 
merit based scholarships for ballet training programs have greatly surpassed that of 2013 
according to Stephenson.  For example, a total of seventy-one merit based ballet training 
scholarships were awarded in the 2015-2016 school year: the JKO School Children’s 
Division (8); the JKO Pre-Professional Division (6); the JKO Bridge Class (22); and 
Summer Intensive (35), bringing the total ballet training scholarships to $369,293 since 
the start of Project Plié.  Aside from ballet training, additional $107,137 was awarded in 
scholarships to teachers and administrative interns to date (Monica Stephenson, February 
28, 2016, e-mail message to author). 
In addition to nurturing young dedicated dancers, Element 3 supports ballet 
teachers of color and teachers who are committed to working with communities of color.  
Annually, letters requesting nominations will be sent to ABT’s 1,221 National Training 
Curriculum certified teachers across the nation.  In 2015, eight educators were awarded a 
full scholarship to attend the National Training Curriculum Certification program in New 
York City.  All of the eight nominees are accomplished dancers and dedicated leaders of 
inclusive practices in their own communities.  Many hope not only to gain knowledge in 
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ballet technique, but to collaborate and learn from like-minded peers to enrich the lives of 
underserved youth and to contribute to diversifying classical ballet. 
In addition to providing excellent training, one of the remarkable qualities of 
Project Plié is in its collaborative nature, which is exemplified in Element 4.  ABT 
partners with other professional ballet companies across the U.S. to collectively work 
towards the goal of diversifying ballet in America.  In 2013, there were seven 
professional ballet companies who signed up to be a Project Plié partner company.  In 
just two years, the number rose to thirteen partner ballet companies.  The purpose of this 
partnership is to accelerate cross learning and to serve as a type of a think-tank in which 
practices can be shared and improved.  “You definitely want to be open to what is 
happening outside of Project Plié because these companies have significant long 
developed outreach programs” says Stephenson (Stephenson 2015). 
In the internal company document, ABT proposes following objectives for the 
partnership: “to create regular conference calls with partner companies to foster dialogue 
and develop a set of best practices; to create a mentoring network for professional 
dancers and teachers of color with partner companies; and to extend support to dancers 
and teachers of color in the hiring process” (Schnyder and Stephenson, June 18, 2015, 
ABT internal documents).  At the moment, neither Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre nor 
BalletMet whom I interviewed has had a regular conference call from ABT.  They look 
forward to active and open discussions on the types of diversity programs employed by 
other companies that are successful or challenged in their respective communities.  
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Christina Salgado, the Director of Education and Community Engagement of 
Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre (PBT) is enthusiastic about its new Project Plié partnership with 
ABT.  PBT also has a scholarship program for underserved communities geared for 
children aged 5-8, an age group which they consider as pivotal in instilling a sense of 
affinity for ballet.  The hope of PBT’s initiative is to break down barriers for underserved 
communities and extend its impact on the national level, which Salgado realizes is hard 
to accomplish by an individual regional organization alone.  PBT is pleased that ABT has 
taken on the leadership role in this regard, and Salgado feels that coordinating with other 
companies will be key in realizing a far-reaching impact.     
BalletMet is another ballet company that joined forces with ABT.  Ambre Emory-
Maier, the Education Director of BalletMet is hopeful about the possibility of sharing 
some of the best practices with others across the nation.  BalletMet has its own approach 
to recruiting diverse students for its school and company, and although similar, the 
recruitment, training and support system can take other forms than that of Project Plié.  It 
is noted that while the partnership is formed under Project Plié, ABT does not ask other 
ballet companies to subscribe to the Project Plié model.  In addition to accelerating cross 
learning of various practices with other companies, Emory-Maier points out that one of 
the perks to be connected to ABT is being in the position to “facilitate a path for 
BalletMet’s talented students if it was the right fit.”  Since the partnership formed, 
BalletMet worked with ABT and took part in the Master Class Series hosted by the Boys 
and Girls Club in Columbus, Ohio.  Emory-Maier felt that it required a lot of resources 
on their end, providing teachers, scheduling and handling paperwork.  In addition, she 
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described that the participation rate of the event was very low when compared to other 
recruitment events they have.  While BalletMet is not certain if they will continue with 
the Master Class Series, they are considering creating their own DVD for recruiting 
racially diverse students, borrowing the idea from ABT’s recruitment DVD featuring 
Misty Copeland.   
ABT’s internship program for its administration positions started in 2010, yet 
shortly thereafter, they have noticed the lack of diversity in the pool.  Project Plié’s 
mission was extended to widen access to the cohorts of emerging arts administrators of 
color, which became Project Plié’s Element 5.  ABT was successful in acquiring 
$100,000 from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation to underwrite its internship program; 
the grant supports up to nine candidates in a duration of thirteen months.  Schnyder 
believes that taking the financial burden out of the equation will allow a more diverse 
pool of applicants to come through in the field.  Through partnerships with other 
universities, individuals were identified for the scholarships for the first time in 2015.  
Two interns were selected for the summer of 2015, given housing, travel, and a living 
stipend. 
The last and sixth element of the project proposes to raise the awareness around 
Project Plié and its mission on a national basis.  ABT has formed an advisory committee 
of twelve high profile individuals who are active in education, culture and dance 
industries.  Virginia Johnson, Artistic Director of Dance Theatre of Harlem; Nigel 
Lythgoe, Executive Producer, So You Think You Can Dance; Jennifer Homans, author 
and dance historian; and Misty Copeland, Principal Dancer, American Ballet Theatre are 
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some of the names listed as advisors.1  The Advisory Committee offers a wealth of 
experience in advocating for diversity first hand, serving as a trusted guide to illuminate 
the way for the project team.  In addition, the celebrity status held by some members will 
ensure broad visibility which will not only elevate awareness of the issue, but attract 
funding for the project itself.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Advisory Committee. http://www.abt.org/education/projectplie/advisorycommittee/. (accessed April 21, 2015).  
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CHAPTER THREE– PROJECT APPROACH AND KEY FACTORS 
 
 
ABT envisions a world in which the ethnic and racial diversity of our 
communities is reflected in ballet, and they have set out to accomplish that by providing 
comprehensive training and support to dancers and teachers of color across the nation.  In 
order to ascertain the effectiveness and success of this project, the Project Plié team 
anticipates evaluating the impact in approximately five years’ time.  Not only would they 
review the ethnic and racial make-up in their JKO School, but also in other schools across 
the nation; for the ultimate goal is to increase the number of American ballet companies 
that represent the demographic make-up of the United States. 
There is some anecdotal evidence that may demonstrate the initial impact.  
According to Moore, the number of dancers of color auditioning for ABT’s summer and 
academy programs saw a five percent increase in Project Plié’s initial year.  With an 
average of more than 5,000 dancers auditioning for ABT’s summer program alone, we 
can estimate that there were approximately 250 more dancers of color interested in 
ABT’s summer program nationwide (Thomas 2014, 1).     
While they have not disclosed any specific number as their goal, ABT tracks the 
minority percentages for the JKO School and the Summer Intensive programs.  The 
current number suggests that approximately one third of the students in ABT’s training 
programs are students of color.  The students who are admitted to either programs are 
given the option to “self-identify” their demographics at the time of registration, and this 
information is recorded in the newly established database.  For example, JKO School had 
a total of 332 students in the 2014-2015 school year, of which 120 or 36% were students 
37 
 
 
of color.  As for Summer Intensive, out of 1,348 participants in 2015, 410 or 30.4% were 
students of color.  As a next step, the Project Plié team has initiated the same database 
program for the National Training Curriculum, collecting demographic information for 
its ABT Certified Teachers.  There is no system to track demographics in partner 
companies or schools at this time (Monica Stephenson, February 28, 2016, e-mail 
message to author). 
 
Summary of six project elements 
While it is still too early to produce any tangible data as an ultimate success 
indicator, there may be multiple factors that demonstrate the relative direction of how 
each project element is progressing.  Some parts of the project elements seem to derive 
enough momentum from the brand and its already existing structure to realize positive 
impact, while other parts of the same elements seem to require more time—an organic 
process of trial and error to form a foundation for effective application.   
In the short-term, I see the most promise for change in respect to opportunities 
given through scholarships (Element 1, 3, and 5) where dancers, teachers and 
administrators of color are identified and trained directly by the organization.  The 
financial commitment to these scholarships are solid, and implementations are already 
indicating positive result in its enrollment numbers with the JKO Children’s and Pre-
professional Divisions, the JKO Bridge Class, summer academy programs, the NTC 
certificate program, and the administrative internship.  As for Element 2 (The Master 
Class Series) and 4 (partnership with other ballet companies), while they derive 
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significant strength and potentials from ABT’s own brand and structure, actual 
implementation and coordination parts are still underway, thus it is difficult to assess its 
short-term impact at this moment. 
 
Brand 
ABT excels in connecting its collaborators through its brand that represents 
artistic excellence, resources and opportunities.  Most organizations are thrilled to partner 
with ABT and are eager to partake in its prestige by association.  ABT was successful in 
engaging regional ballet companies as project partners whose number almost doubled 
(from seven to thirteen) in two years.  In addition, the number of ballet schools and 
teachers interested in the Master Class Series with the collaboration of local Boys and 
Girls Clubs is growing.  According to Stephenson, she receives emails from dance 
teachers every day since she started in March, asking if they could be part of the Boys 
and Girls Club Master Class Series.  “That’s a good problem to have,” comments 
Stephenson (Stephenson 2015). 
In addition to the organizational brand, Misty Copeland as a spokesperson for 
Project Plié has infused tremendous excitement and hope across the field around the issue 
of race and ethnic underrepresentation in ballet.  Copeland’s ability to get the message 
across effectively and passionately through the use of media has had an immense impact.  
There is a strong sense in the field and amongst the audiences that this is a new era for 
ballet, and that the diversity issue has taken center stage rather than remaining in the 
periphery of people’s consciousness.  This newfound sense of meaning shared by all 
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could possibly be more potent than anything tangible laid out in the project plan.  All of 
the project elements, however excellent they may be by design, cannot succeed in 
isolation.  People by nature resist change and established organizations are not always the 
most eager to challenge the status quo, but when there is a concerted effort and a sense of 
shared will to bring about a change, there can be nothing more powerful.  According to 
the Project Plié team, ABT saw a surge of racially and ethnically diverse dancers who 
participated in various auditions since the start of Project Plié.  ABT is already seeing a 
very diverse set of audiences in its performances, especially when Misty Copeland is 
performing.  “She is selling out every performance,” says Schnyder (Schnyder 2015).  
According to Schnyder, there are a lot of parents that bring their children just to see 
Misty Copeland, a role model in their eyes, and that is exactly the kind of change this 
initiative hopes to bring. 
  
Structure 
There are several built-in structures from which Project Plié derives its strength, 
thus raising its potential for success.  In addition to the JKO School, which is an essential 
platform for nurturing the next generation of young dancers, the network of ABT 
Certified Teachers by way of the National Training Curriculum program and the existing 
educational outreach programs allow ease in delivering program objectives to identify 
and train students of color.  ABT Certified Teachers provide an extensive network for 
Project Plié, for both identifying and training talented young dancers.  This pipeline is at 
the core of broadening ‘access’ for underserved communities, allowing the spirit of 
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Project Plié to take root, instilling a sense of belonging in the art of ballet in underserved 
communities.  Stephenson views this NTC program as “the very bread and butter of the 
initiative,” for ABT Certified Teachers are “linked to other companies and schools all 
over the country” (Stephenson, 2015). 
We can observe how a network of certified teachers can provide an instant 
national reach and can expand entry for underserved populations while maintaining the 
quality of training.  For example, the Project Plié team is able to contact the ABT 
Certified partner teachers of the Master Class Series and evaluate the program progress.  
The Project Plié Coordinator can track students via certified partner teachers and record 
which students were awarded scholarships in their local dance schools and if any of them 
were returning to the Master Class Series.   
Stephenson says that the feedback from ABT Certified Teachers is an important 
process in Project Plié.  The type of follow up conducted with the Master Class Series 
can prove key in evaluating the impact further down the road.  ABT hopes to see some of 
those student names from the Master Class Series come up through the training and 
eventually receive one of the Project Plié scholarships to attend the academy workshop, 
summer session, or JKO School— an interim check to see if the recruitment process is 
underway.  Many who were identified in the first year of the Master Class Series were 
just starting their first year of formal training, according to the Project Plié team.  It is 
likely that the intended recipients of the program would initially be spotted through a 
Young Dancer’s Summer Workshop geared for ages 9-12 in a couple of years.  This will 
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be a great opportunity for the Project Plié team to evaluate where they stand in terms of 
quality of training and the actual numbers of students they’ve impacted.   
Another structural strength that ABT builds on can be seen in its existing outreach 
programs.  While ABT did not intend its educational outreach programs to directly 
impact Project Plié, they are finding some positive spillover effects.  ABT already has 
various community outreach programs in place, such as its Make a Ballet, a full-term 
program participated by two hundred students.  This program engages five New York 
City schools to familiarize children in the art of ballet in all aspects (choreography, 
administrative, perform, design), connecting ABT to the underserved community.  While 
Make a Ballet and other educational outreach programs address the need of arts education 
in schools and introduce the art form to children of color, they are not meant to be a 
recruitment program.  Nevertheless, the Project Plié team finds that having an established 
relationship in the community helps to identify talented students for Project Plié.    
Stephenson and other ABT teachers were able to identify promising students for 
the JKO Bridge Class (recruitment program) from their Make a Ballet program.  The 
strength in many of these educational programs seem to rest with the fact that they are 
engaging young dancers from neighborhoods that Project Plié intends to target.  The 
Director of Education and Community Engagement, Christina Salgado of Pittsburgh 
Ballet Theatre also sees success in educational programs that are held in public schools 
and community centers.  She feels that outreach programs that are educational in nature 
can go hand in hand with the recruitment program geared for underserved neighborhoods.  
The key it seems, is not only for ballet organizations to make programs affordable, but 
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also to take ballet physically into an environment that is familiar to the very 
neighborhoods that they are trying to reach.  Public schools, community centers or the 
Boys and Girls Clubs are where large part of the current outreach educational programs 
take place for ABT, Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre and BalletMet.  ABT’s experience and 
connections with local schools and communities through educational programs, therefore 
are proving to be an excellent foundation for its recruitment program.   
 
Program Challenges 
As we observe some of the inherent strengths in the program elements, what are 
some of the challenges that surround Project Plié in practice?  Coordination and 
collaboration with others often outside of ABT’s circle of staff and educators are crucial 
to realizing Project Plié, and what seem to underpin the fabric of its operation.  These 
factors become especially powerful when administering the Master Class Series with the 
Boys and Girls Club and ABT Certified Teachers across the country; class 
announcements, recruitment and registration are in large part coordinated by non-
company personnel and off-site from ABT.   
This is one area that seems to have had the sharpest learning curve for the Project 
Plié team.  The Project Plié team explains the challenges of external and internal 
communication in its pilot year.  Internally, there was not enough communication on 
what Project Plié was when launching the Master Class Series.  While the project team 
did not experience any internal resistance, other ABT departments were not fully 
informed and were confused by the concurrent programs being administered by the 
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Education Department.  Externally, the Master Class Series was met with a lot of 
excitement from all directions, but how scholarships were awarded (merit based) and by 
whom (local dance schools/sponsors) were not made clear to some of the participants.  
Clearly, internal and external communication of the Master Class Series could have been 
more transparent, but Schnyder feels that the Boys and Girls Club aspect got “easier 
going back the second season” (Schnyder 2015).  In contrast, Schnyder feels that the 
scholarship program for the NTC for educators of color was managed with more ease due 
to the established nature of the program structure—experience in hosting the NTC 
certification program by internal staff and the fact that training takes place on the 
company premises.   One of the immediate goals to address the issue of clarity overall 
was to improve the website content, which is provided by Stephenson.  The web 
resources on ABT’s homepage is a great gateway to inform both internal staff and non-
company members who are interested in learning more about this initiative.  
The challenges of the Boys and Girls Club partnership was also felt by Keith Lee, 
one of the ABT Certified Teachers in Lynchburg, Virginia and Artistic Director and 
founder of Dance Theatre of Lynchburg.  He was one of the partner teachers who 
collaborated with ABT and the Boys and Girls Club in the pilot year of the Project Plié’s 
Master Class Series.  As an accomplished dancer, choreographer and educator who is 
also the first African-American dancer to sign a contract with the American Ballet 
Theatre (1969-1975), Lee is a strong advocate of the diversity initiative.  In fact, he 
founded his own program called Project Relevé, a merit based scholarship for his school 
that predates Project Plié.  Lee recalls how his students were “already on fire” even 
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before they received ABT’s promotional bags and the video clip of Misty Copeland (Lee, 
2015).  Echoing his students’ enthusiasm, Lee would reach out to ABT staff, supplying 
them with a list of his student names.  While he is a strong believer of this initiative, he 
regrets not feeling the rapport he hoped to build with ABT and wished there were more 
regular communication and reassurance from the Project Plié team during this endeavor.  
This may indicate the lack of personnel in the project’s pilot year, where it was yet to 
become a full-fledged program with its own administrative staff.  The Project Plié team 
does not have a set interval for communicating with the Master Class Series partner 
teachers, but anticipates increased communication closer to conducting the Master Class 
Series and soon after to follow up on the execution.  
In addition to the challenges of Master Class Series, ABT’s remote partnership 
with other professional companies such as BalletMet and Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre may 
require immediate attention.  The lack of consistent communication may deplete some of 
the initial momentum gained from creating a partnership.  The enthusiasm for the 
collaborative nature of this project could be harnessed if active communication is 
established without too much delay.  Does Project Plié team has enough human resources 
to achieve all of the objectives set out in its Element 4 (partnership with other ballet 
companies)?  Since there is only one full-time staff to handle the day to day tasks, an 
additional staff is perhaps critical in pushing the project to the next stage.  Once the staff 
is secured, creating a clear timeline and measurable goals can help set a more concrete 
path to engage remote partners and move forward.   
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Funding 
As Misty Copeland solidifies people’s resolve for equal opportunities regardless 
of race or economic background in ballet, the realization of diversity initiatives and their 
long term impact must also be secured financially.  There are some indications to suggest 
that the time is ripe or at least favorable for initiatives that support a community’s 
marginalized groups.  According to the National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy 
studies, grant making to the “economically disadvantaged, ethnic and racial minorities 
and women and girls” increased from 40% in 2008-2010 to 42% in 2011 (Jagpal and 
Laskowski 2013).  While a majority of grants given in the arts and culture sector have 
traditionally funded arts programs that benefited affluent audiences, there are funders 
outside of the arts that are starting to support programs that address the inequalities and 
needs of the marginalized populations (Sidford 2011, 1).  
Schnyder feels that while the fundraising strategy for Project Plié is still a “work 
in progress,” they have a firm financial commitment to providing the Boys and Girls 
Master Series classes, the scholarships for young dancers and certified teachers, and for 
the JKO School Bridge Program (Schnyder 2015).  For example, Project Plié gave out 
forty merit based scholarships for young dancers of color in 2013, and while the number 
may fluctuate annually based on the availability of talent, they are confident that these 
scholarships will continue to be provided as long as they find talent (Stephenson 2015).  
The Project Plié team explains how fundraising for the project has become a “priority for 
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the (development) department” and that ABT hopes to earmark $400,000 for Project Plié 
for the 2015-2016 season (Stephenson, 2015).   
For Project Plié to succeed and to bring about a nationwide impact, the funding 
stream for its collaborating actors is also an important consideration.  Regional ballet 
companies with relatively smaller operating budgets and program scales may not yield 
enough appeal to attract grants from large foundations as ABT would.  Perhaps the 
funding environment could be even more challenging for those suburban community 
ballet schools/academies with no ties to any regional professional ballet companies that 
are often situated in urban areas.  So how do Project Plié partners garner resources as 
they nurture diversity initiatives in communities across the United States?  Here is some 
anecdotal evidence from BalletMet Columbus, Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre and the Dance 
Theatre of Lynchburg discussing their funding environment. 
BalletMet Columbus has an operating budget of $5.6 million dollars, 
approximately one eighth of ABT’s budget (GuideStar).  BalletMet is a regional ballet 
company located in downtown Columbus, Ohio with a well-established academy.  The 
organization depends mostly on individual donations and foundation grants for providing 
scholarships for its students.  The Education Director, Ambre Emory-Maier believes that 
individuals and foundations are interested in community programs that give “larger 
access across ethnic and economic lines” (Emory-Maier, 2015).  With this conviction in 
mind, BalletMet has introduced Soar on Saturday, free classes through its academy for 
ages 8 through 12 in the fall of 2015.  It is a six-week dance class incorporating different 
styles (Jazz, hip-hop, and cultural dance)—possibly a place in which BalletMet’s future 
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academy students are identified, according to Timothy Lynch, the Academy Director of 
BalletMet (Lynch 2015).   
BalletMet also collects its financial support through the Parent Association, 
whose mission includes raising funds.  It is comprised of all parents of BalletMet 
academy students, and their activities involve networking amongst parents, sponsoring 
educational programs for students, being informed about their children’s training, and 
selling merchandise at BalletMet’s Academy and Company performances.  Currently, 
90% of the Parent Association proceeds goes to scholarships and financial aid.  Timothy 
Lynch explains how the Parent Association’s impact goes beyond financial support.   “If 
there are students that have very little parent involvement, those other parents, will step 
up and make sure that everyone is well taken care of here at the academy” (Lynch 2015).  
Among the supportive duties are chaperoning students during performances and helping 
out with sewing costumes. The structure of the Parent Association could be of interest to 
other Project Plié partner companies and schools who may not have the resources to staff 
a counselor.  It is a system that extends much needed support to parents and students in 
the area of mentorship and career guidance in addition to its fundraising capability. 
Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre (PBT) is another regional ballet company that is 
dedicated to diversity initiatives.  PBT has an operating budget of $8.6 million dollars, 
approximately one fifth of ABT’s budget (GuideStar).  Located in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, PBT is a nationally recognized professional ballet company with an 
academy which predates that of the company.  Christina Salgado, Director of Education 
and Community Engagement explains how one of the key funding streams for its 
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diversity program comes from an endowment fund.  For example, a $50,000 endowment 
was awarded by The Ladies Hospital Aid Society to establish the Young Children’s 
Scholarship Fund in 2014.  “I definitely see a shift in foundations wanting to support 
community engagement and really targeting areas that are underserved” (Salgado 2015).  
The fund will strengthen the PBT Children’s Division scholarship program established in 
2013, aimed at increasing diversity in its academy for ages 5 through 8 where students 
are supported based on merit and need.   
 While regional ballet companies help advance Project Plié s vision for national 
impact often through their already existing programs, community dance schools without 
the backing of a professional company must also secure their own funding to participate 
as a Project Plié partner.  Dance Theatre of Lynchburg led by Keith Lee represents one of 
those ballet schools in small communities that participated in Project Plié’s Master Class 
Series across the nation.  As a founder and Artistic Director of the school, Lee is well 
aware of the financial burden often carried by his students and their families that he 
would like to see funded.  He describes how he has been sending his students to ABT 
summer intensives for years, which can cost up to six to seven thousand dollars for each 
family.  He feels that grants are going to certain organizations, but not to places that 
really need it.  Unlike high profile organization such as ABT or other notable regional 
companies, he laments how community dance schools in small cities lack the leverage to 
get the necessary funding from large grant giving institutions.  “If they don’t have it here 
in Lynchburg or in Milwaukee… everywhere is the same.  It has to be supported and it 
must be funded.  Sometimes satellites, they just float in space, but the ones that are 
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monitored are the successful ones” (Lee 2015).  His plea perhaps underlines the harsh 
reality of partner dance schools and ABT Certified Teachers without ties to company 
academies.  And while association with Project Plié may help raise the awareness of their 
local initiatives, the lack of reliable funding for small community dance schools remains 
frustrating for some.  Looking into the future, Lee still remains hopeful.  “We just need to 
do it better, and bigger.  It is not good enough, so why should we settle?”  (Lee 2015). 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
All of the practitioners that I had the pleasure of talking to showed a certain 
conviction that seems to go beyond their job titles or the organizational agendas they 
represent.  As a Project Plié Coordinator, Stephenson exudes a tremendous amount of 
energy and confidence, impressive for just being placed in the position for a mere three 
months.  She feels “extremely passionate” about her work, which she describes as 
“rewarding” (Stephenson 2015).  When asked about the drive for advancing diversity in 
ballet, Emory-Maier of BalletMet explained how she and Timothy Lynch initially 
responded more on a personal level.  Their decision to pursue diversity initiatives was 
guided by their personal convictions first, which were also in line with the company’s 
core principal and mission.  They were acutely aware that “things needed to change in the 
field (for ballet) to exist” (Emory-Maier, 2015).  I believe it is in these emotions and 
convictions that other supporters find inspiration—perhaps a necessary component to 
consolidating a critical mass and overcoming the existing social narrative in the field of 
ballet.   
Project Plié represents one of many diversity initiatives that have been set in 
motion by many other professional companies, academies, and community organizations 
who are at the forefront of change.  ABT believes that ballet should reflect the racial and 
ethnic diversity of our communities in order for it to continue to grow as an art form and 
to increase its relevance in the communities they serve.  There is a good momentum for 
Project Plié, starting with the high profile media coverage of diversity initiatives in ballet 
in the last few years.  The New York Times credits ABT for putting ballet back on  
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“popular culture’s map” as well as placing the diversity issue up front and center as the 
company promoted Misty Copeland, ABT’s first black principal ballerina in its 75 year 
history (Koulas, 2015).  Project Plié also receives great response from committed 
professionals across the nation to collaborate, indicating demand in a platform where 
practitioners can engage in dialogue across institutional boundaries, a welcome break for 
many who may work in isolation in their respective communities.   
In addition to the overall public and professional interest in support of the 
diversity initiative, Project Plié also derives its strength from its institutional structure.  
ABT has the know-how to nurture the next generation of quality dancers and teachers as 
well as its brand power to attract the best talent in the industry.  The academy, the 
Certified Teacher network, and established educational programs all contribute to 
creating a solid foundation for this new project to grow.  Concurrently, a stable stream of 
funding is vital.  The emerging funding trend set by foundation grantmakers in support of 
marginalized populations seems to give hope for the future of Project Plié and other 
diversity initiative programs.  And most importantly, there is a will to incorporate “new 
voices” in ballet.  Through diversifying dancers and eventually audiences, ABT hopes to 
make the art form more relevant in today’s multicultural society. “We recognize the 
demographics of this country are changing and that if we’re going to be relevant in the 
21st century, then ballet needs to embrace and engage a broader public, both on and off 
stage,” says Rachel Moore as she reflects back on the initial year of the project (Thomas 
2014, 1).  
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 The time might be right for diversity initiatives like Project Plié to take hold, but 
the harsh reality still remains.  Minorities in ballet are still underrepresented on and off 
stage and ballet as a field still has a long way to go before being recognized as “relevant” 
in the public’s mind.  And although a single racial makeup of Caucasian or African-
American is often highlighted in today’s diversity conversation, the dialogue should 
embrace all backgrounds including those individuals that identify themselves as 
multiracial.  “If you go to modern dance companies, it is really more open to minorities, 
so when we talk about diversity, it is not just black and white.  We are talking about 
minorities in general and looking at the greater picture,” says Lee as he compares cultural 
difference between other dance forms and classical ballet (Lee 2015). 
 
Further Study 
In order to see the actual impact of Project Plié, further studies will be desirable 
when enough time has passed to compile and evaluate relevant data.  In five years’ time, 
it may be possible to see if enough students of color are coming through the system by 
observing the racial and ethnic statistics of the JKO School and other partner academies.  
In ten years’ time, a researcher may determine if there are increase in the number of 
minority group dancers who are signing professional contract with ABT or with other 
major ballet companies.   
Even though ballet as a field has acknowledged the need to incorporate new 
perspectives, considerable challenges lie ahead that may require somewhat of a paradigm 
shift to overcome.  The challenges come in many forms— the high cost, perception 
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barriers (e.g. exclusive, elitist), a lack of diverse role models, and the limited concept of 
beauty—and they in turn shed light on the fundamental values and practices long retained 
by the field.   
Project Plié may produce talented dancers of color, but will the field be ready for 
them?  Will the casting/artistic directors and choreographers really be open to see 
potentials in different body types?  Lee, who has seen the field from many perspectives, 
laments how some of the key decision makers in ballet may still practice tokenism, where 
they “refuse to open their eyes and look at all the talents inside of their organizations” 
(Lee 2015).  As Stephenson points out, one project cannot single handedly sweep away 
the long held ideal or image of the field.  “Project Plié cannot really tackle the mindset of 
teachers and choreographers and directors, but what we are doing is really providing a 
means for people that do see ballet as something that is color blind, to have the means to 
train dancers, support, employ dancers so this initiative is for someone who is committed 
to diversity” (Stephenson, 2015).   
My research for diversity initiatives in ballet started during the summer of 2015, 
and I can already feel the subtle optimism surrounding the field in the media headlines 
alone.  There were many articles written in the last few years raising the question of 
underrepresentation in ballet.  During my research, Misty Copeland got her promotion 
from soloist to principal dancer, a symbolic event that underlines the successes of other 
flourishing dancers of color in ballet.  Since 2013, an increasing number of ballet 
companies have joined forces with ABT to demonstrate their commitment to their 
respective diversity programs.  These may be signs indicating the important juncture at 
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which ballet stands.  It not only gives hope for ballet, but may also provide important 
lessons for other fields.  Arts administrators across the field may glean some insights as 
to the key to successes as well as obstacles to engaging new participants and broadening 
entry for a traditional art form.   
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